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low a minimum norm. In the area of obscenity, for instance, she
limits her prohibition to those publications which ex professo, treat,
narrate or teach obscenities. Authors interpret this to mean that
the whole character of the work, or at least a notable part of it,
must be such as to indicate that the purpose of the author is either
to teach obscenity or to stimulate the reader sexually. Certainly
any agency sponsored by the Church for censoring literature would
have to include at least the area covered by Church law. If it did
not cover this class of publication, it is difficult to see what purpose
it would serve. Similarly, an agency for censoring movies would
have to be concerned with productions that constitute serious moral
danger for the generality of men, or at least for the class for whom
the service is being performed.

The critical question, however, is whether an agency should try
to do more. Obviously the legislation of the Church regarding the
prohibition of books does not pretend to solve the whole moral prob-
lem regarding contact with dangerous publications. She limits her
concern to publications that constitute serious common danger and
without any distinction of class. For the rest she expects the per-
sonal moral education of the individual to be a sufficient guide.

Since the private agency is functioning in the same area as the
law, that is, in behalf of the common good, prudence would demand
that it limit itself to the above norm to the extent that it condemns
certain productions or publications, or at least to the extent that
contact with them is judged sinful. This is not to say that it may
not perform a further service and give a moral evaluation of other
publications or productions. But it should be understood that this
further evaluation is not made on the basis of sin and should not
be interpreted on this basis. Except where a production is forbidden
by positive legislation or where it constitutes a proximate danger of
serious sin for the generality of men (or of a particular class), a
judgment of sin by an outside agency would not be prudent. Where
there is question of a production that may constitute grave danger
for individuals, the judgment of sin should be left to the educated
conscience of the individual under the guidance of a confessor.
Similarly, the whole area of venial sin in this matter is too elusive
to handle except on an individual basis. Actually, the Legion itself
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has never entered the realm of sin in its classifications but attempts
have been made from time to time to reduce the classifications of
the Legion to judgments of sin.

In determining the extent of censorship every agency must
realize that there is a limit to what an outside source should attempt,
even in a situation where there is no active opposition and the
agency can, as a result, count on the full co-operation of those it is
serving. First of all, it is impossible for an outside agency to pro-
vide complete shelter against all evil influences. Even if this could
be done in the area of art, the individual is still open to other evil
influences. Contact with people can be just as dangerous as contact
with art. There is a limit then to the amount of shelter and pro-
tection that will be healthy for the individual. If he cannot avoid
contact with evil influences, he must learn how to contend with
evil. This he cannot do in an over-sheltered environment. There
must be a balance between protection and education in dealing
with art just as there must be in social contact. No agency, then,
should function on a level of anxiety, like an overprotective parent
who attempts the impossible task of assuming the whole burden of
the child’s moral life. Ultimately, it is the individual himself who
sins and it is the individual himself who must avoid sin. There is
need for a degree of protection, but protection should never be
carried to the point where it interferes with the education of man’s
moral faculties. To the extent that it is, it defeats its purpose.

Rev. Jou~n R. CoNNERy, S.].
West Baden College,
West Baden Springs, Indiana.

Digest of the Discussion:

Father Matthew Herron, T.O.R., of Steubenville, Ohio, opened the
discussion by asking Father Bennett what term he would prefer to use
in place of the word “censorship” when referring to the activity of the
Church in this field.

Father Bennett admitted that as a philosopher he should be an expert
giver of names but that there was real difficulty in this case. He thought
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that perhaps some circumlocution would be necessary, an expression such
as “moral evaluation,” for example, or something like that.

Father Bennett went on to comment on the lack of logic that is
manifest when the word “censorship” is used popularly to describe the
activity of these agencies. Censorship is a generic term and this activity
belongs rather to a species. Furthermore, censorship in the strict sense
involves a restriction of liberty, an element that is not at all present in
moral evaluation. As a matter of fact, the case is just the opposite;
moral evaluation aims at a more perfect exercise of liberty. But the ques-
tion of terminology is a difficult one, Father agreed, and popular usage
of words is not always very rational.

Father Patrick Sullivan, S.J., of the national office of the Legion of
Decency, then arose to express the gratitude of the Legion to the theo-
logians for their interest in the question. He expressed the hope that the
excellent papers of Father Bennett and Father Connery would receive a
wide circulation among Catholic people generally.

Father Juniper Cummings, O.F.M.Conv., of Chaska, Minn., referred
to a recent book by a Protestant minister who objects to the Catholic
activity in the field of moral evaluation. The thesis of the book is that
such evaluations are a denial of an apostolic opportunity. The author
maintains that certain objectionable movies can present the “seamy”
side of life and its degradation in such a way as to give “negative wit-
ness” to the Christian teaching. According to him, once such movies show
life at its worst, then there is an opportunity for Christians to show how
much better life can be when Christian principles are operative.

To this, Father Bennett replied by first identifying the book as Mal-
colm Boyd's Christ and the Celebrity Gods. In attempting to justify
a movie such as Baby Doll, Boyd would hold that we have here a stark
picture of life unilluminated by any Christian influence. The Christian
preacher can say to those who see the film: “This is what life is like
without Christian truth.” Father Bennett admitted that this approach
could be used once a person had inadvertently seen such a film. But
Father denied that this could ever be a wvalid pastoral approach as a
general rule or that this gives a justifying reason to encourage attend-
ance at such films. Father Bennett gave three reasons for objecting to
Boyd’s thesis: (1) As Pius XI clearly says, there is no justification for
presenting an evil situation in its entire and unrelieved degradation;
(2) several million apostles would be needed to interpret the film in a
Christian sense for the several million viewers; (3) it would be impos-
sible to present the Christian view as persuasively as that of the film, and
there is no certainty that the same audience could be exposed to both.
For these reasons, Father Bennett said, the approach of Boyd is un-
realistic.
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Father R. Trahan, S.S.E., of Burlington, Vt., added to these observa-
tions by pointing out that Boyd’s attitude is contrary to the basic prin-
ciples that the end does not justify the means. Good can be drawn out
of evil but that has to be left to God. Evil situations cannot be deliber-
ately planned by man to help this process along. Thereupon, the immi-
nence of the final adjournment brought this relatively brief discussion
period to a close.

Recorded by: BrotHER C. Luke Sarm, F.S.C.

Manhattan College, New York.




